Abstract. Pragmatics plays a very important role in the process of communication, and the speech act of refusal is performed on a daily basis and in a variety
INTRODUCTION
One of the key issues dealt with in the field of language teaching, especially over the past two decades, is pragmatic competence, understood as the ability to communicate effectively and "reflected in how learners produce utterances in the target language to communicate specific intentions and conversely, how they interpret the intentions which their utterances convey" (Rintell 1997: 98) . Pragmatic competence involves knowledge beyond the level of grammar (Thomas 1983) , therefore knowledge of language use cannot be equalled with knowledge of language itself. In other words, pragmatic competence is not part of linguistic competence but a different, albeit no less important, aspect of knowledge of language. This is corroborated by the findings of a number of empirical studies (Cohen and Olshtain 1981; Kasper 1981; House 1982; Wolfson 1981; Blum-Kulka 1982; Thomas 1983 ) which suggest that second and foreign language speakers might fail to communicate effectively even when they have an excellent grammatical and lexical command of the target language. That grammatical development of adult foreign and second language learners does not necessarily go hand-in-hand with a corresponding level of pragmatic development has also been argued forin the literature (Bardovi-Harlig & Dörnyei 1997) . This, in turn, raises the question of how the pragmatic competence of L2/FL learners can and should be developed. Numerous studies in the area of interlanguage pragmatics have confirmed that the development of pragmatic rules to produce and perceive the language that is appropriate in a given situation appears to be crucial for language learners. The majority of these studies explore speech acts, such as complaining, thanking, offering, apologizing, requesting, inviting, etc.
Speech acts are presumably universal since every language has a means of performing them. However, the conceptualization and the verbalization of specific speech acts may vary significantly from culture to culture (Abed 2011) . This fact gives rise to the study of second language speech acts, which is concerned with the linguistic possibilities available in languages for speech act realization and the effect of cross-cultural differences on second language performance and on the interpretation by native speakers of second language speech acts (Wolfson 1989:183) . As Kasper (1997) points out, some of the L2/FL pragmatic knowledge (or competence, in our terms) comes for free by virtue of the fact that it is universal (e.g. the organizational principles of conversation, pragmatic intent can be conveyed directly or indirectly, etc.), while other aspects of it are transferable from the learner's L1 (provided there is corresponding form-function mapping between L1 and L2). But pragmatic competence still requires special attention in language teaching given that (a) learners often fail to use their universal or transferable L1 pragmatic knowledge in L2 contexts and that (b) failure to use or interpret language in a way which is appropriate to a given situation may lead to misunderstanding or even to a complete breakdown of communication.
Research has shown that the following areas prove especially problematic for L2/FL learners: indirect responses or implicatures (Bouton 1994 , Boersma 1994 , Lee 2002 , Taguchi 2005 , among others), discourse markers and strategies (House and Kasper 1981 , Baumgarten & House 2007 , 2010 , House 2009 , forms of address (Brown & Gilman 1960 , Braun 1988 , more recently Hofäcker 2006 and Lemmerich 2010 and speech acts in different social contexts (starting with the pioneering work of Gumperz 1977 , 1979 and Tannen 1981 , as well as the CCSARP project in the late 1980s (see Blum-Kulka et al. 1989) ; for refusals, see the references listed in the next section). The overwhelming majority of studies take English as the target language and explore the linguistic possibilities available for speech act realization in the learners' L1 as well as the effect of cross-cultural differences on second language performance and on how native speakers of English interpret language learners' speech acts. However, little has been said so far about the speech act production and pragmatic transfer of learners whose L1 is Serbian. Paunović (2011 Paunović ( , 2013 explored intercultural communicative competence in EFL; Savić (2014) has studied politeness in Serbian advanced EFL learners' requests, apologies and refusals; Halupka-Rešetar (2013 , 2014a , 2014b , 2015 , 2016 has recently explored compliment responses, addresses and the understanding of conversational implicatures in EFL learners, as well as expressing sympathy, requests and request modifications, compliments and apologies in the production of EFL learners. However, to the best of our knowledge, none of the studies so far have focused on speech acts within an ESP context. Therefore, in the present paper, we focus on the speech act of refusals and explore how they are realized in the production of ESP learners whose L1 is Serbian.
The paper is structured in the following way: Section 2 presents the taxonomy of refusals put forward by Beebe, Takahashi and Uliss-Weltz (1990) and employed in this paper. Section 3 gives a brief overview of the interlanguage pragmatic literature on refusals. This is followed by a description of the experiment which was conducted, along with the results of the data obtained in the research and a discussion of these results. The main findings of the paper are summarized in Section 5, followed by suggestions of possible avenues for further research.
TAXONOMY OF REFUSALS
Drawing on previous research, the informants' refusals in the present paper are analyzed as sequences of semantic formulas, where a semantic formula is defined as "a word, phrase, or sentence that meets a particular semantic criterion or strategy; any one or more of these can be used to perform the act in question" (Cohen 1996: 265) . Given that refusals are often complex constructions, in addition to the head act (the main refusal) they often include pre-refusal strategies and/or post-refusal strategies. The former serve the purpose of preparing the addressee for the upcoming refusal while the latter tend to emphasize, justify, mitigate, or conclude the refusal expressed in the head act. For example, following Takahashi and Beebe (1987) , if a respondent refused an invitation to a college professor's house for a party saying "I'm sorry, I have theatre tickets that night. In their study of pragmatic transfer in Japanese ESL refusals Beebe, Takahashi and Uliss-Weltz (1990) proposed the following taxonomy of semantic formulas: -Negative willingness/ability ("I can"t/I won"t." "I don"t think so.") Indirect Statement of regret "I"m sorry…"; "I feel terrible…" Wish "I wish I could help you…" Excuse, reason, explanation "My children will be home that night."; "I have a headache." Statement of alternative -I can do X instead of Y (e.g., "I"d rather…" "I"d prefer…") -Why don"t you do X instead of Y (e.g., "Why don"t you ask someoneelse?") Set condition for future or past acceptance "If you had asked me earlier, I would have... "
Promise of future acceptance "I"ll do it next time"; "I promise I"ll…" Statement of principle "I never do business with friends." Statement of philosophy "One can"t be too careful." Attempt to dissuade the interlocutor (threatening, criticizing, letting the interlocutor off the hook, requesting help, etc.) "It won"t be any fun tonight"; "That"s a terrible idea!"; "Don"t worry about it."; "I"m trying my best." Acceptance that functions as a refusal -unspecific/indefinite reply -lack of enthusiasm Avoidance -nonverbal (silence, hesitation, doing nothing or physical departure) -verbal (topic switch, joke, repetition of part of request, postponement (e.g. "I"ll think about it.") or hedging (e.g. "Gee, I don"t know." "I"m not sure.")
Beebe, Takahashi and Uliss-Weltz also added that these refusals may be preceded by adjuncts, which accompany refusals but which cannot by themselves be used to express a refusal, such as:
1. Statement of positive opinion/feeling or agreement ("That's a good idea... "/ "I'd love to... ") 2. Statement of empathy ("I realize you are in a difficult situation.") 3. Pause fillers (uhh/ well/oh/ uhm) and 4. Gratitude/appreciation In a significant number of studies, the classification proposed by Beebe, Takahashi and Uliss-Weltz (1990) was adopted without modifications, while in others, certain changes were introduced (see Salazar, Safont-Jorda & Codina-Espurz 2009) . In the present study, the semantic formulas produced byESP learners will be analyzed using the taxonomy outlined above to examine to what extent Serbian ESP learners make use of them.
REFUSALS IN INTERLANGUAGE PRAGMATICS
As pointed out earlier, speech acts exist cross-linguistically and cross-culturally, but the degrees of politeness and the way a particular speech act is executed can vary to a large extent across languages and cultures. However, apart from this, refusals are known as a "sticking point" in cross-cultural communication (Beebe, Takahashi & Uliss-Weltz 1990 ) also because they are face threatening acts since they essentially represent instances of rejection of the interlocutor"s initiation of social interaction, be it an invitation, a request, an offer or anything else. Thus, the way a refusal is worded is extremely important since the possibility of offending the interlocutor is inherent in the act itself (Kwon 2004) .
Failure to refuse appropriately can risk damaging the interpersonal relations of the speakers, which is why refusals usually include various strategies to avoid offending one"s interlocutor(s). However, once again, different languages and cultures will opt for different strategies to avoid offending the interlocutor. Kwon (2004) , for example, has shown that Mandarin Chinese speakers are much less likely to express positive opinion (e. g., "I would like to …") in refusing requests than American English speakers because they are concerned that if they express positive opinions, then they will be forced to comply. Similarly, while American English speakers often use softeners (e. g., "I"m afraid I can"t", "I really don"t know") and express gratitude in refusing invitations, offers, etc., speakers of Egyptian Arabic rarely do so. Also, American English speakers have been found to favour more specific reasons in their refusals, while Japanese speakers tend to use reasons that are not specific regarding place, time, or parties (Beebe, Takahashi &Uliss-Weltz 1990) . In addition to being inherently face-threatening acts to the interlocutor because they counter his or her expectations, refusals are typically complex constructions, usually negotiated over several turns and very frequently involve a degree of indirectness to mitigate them. Indirect refusals have an even higher level of complexity because the speaker must choose or create a suitable structure in order to alleviate the inherent face-threatening effects of a direct refusal (Félix-Brasdefer 2009). The form and content of refusals also depends on the type of speech act that elicits them (request, offer, etc). If one adds to all this the societal variables that regularly have to be taken into account in communication (age of interlocutors, relations of social power and distance, gender, degree of imposition, etc.) it becomes clear that refusals require a high level of pragmatic competence, which even linguistically proficient L2/FL learners may not possess.
The first major cross-cultural pragmatic examination of refusal acts was undertaken by Beebe, Takahashi and Uliss-Weltz (1990) to show that pragmatic transfer occurs in the content, regularity and organization of semantic formulas. Nelson et al. (2002) performed an investigation of Egyptian and US English refusals in the two languages separately and simultaneously but with no discussion of interlanguage transfer. In a similar study, Nelson et al. (2002b) challenged the results of previous studies which found that Jordanians used more indirect strategies than Americans. Their study indicated that both Egyptians and Americans used comparable strategies with similar frequency, but these differences in the findings may be the result of a difference in methodology (data collection via written discourse completion tasks versus interviews, since the written form of Arabic is formal and differs significantly from the spoken variety). Kwon (2004) performed a comparative study of English and Korean refusals and found that the same general strategies were used in the two languages but with different frequency of usage and different wording. The Korean informants proved to be more hesitant during the speech act, used more apologies and provided more reasons for their refusal than their American peers and also paid much more attention to the interlocutor's status. All these differences present potential pitfalls for Korean EFL learners. Chang (2008) specifically examined refusal acts and their usage in conversations by native Mandarin Chinese speakers learning English and concluded that Americans prefer a more explicit and direct style of discourse that is also assertive while the Chinese avoid the word "no" with great persistence and prefer a more unassertive, indirect and implicit style of communication.
The relevant literature of Serbian ESL/EFL learners' refusals is very scarce, as pointed out before and is contained to only one study (Savić 2014) , which explores issues of politeness in Serbian advanced EFL learners' production and perception, specifically that of university students majoring in English, refusals being one of the three speech acts tackled. To the best of the authors' knowledge, there is yet no existing study dealing with the production of refusals of Serbian ESP learners, i.e. learners with a non-English major.
METHODOLOGY OF THE RESEARCH
The research presented here was aimed at investigating the extent to which Serbian ESP learners' production of refusals resembles English native speakers' production. Specifically, it sought to establish which semantic formulas are used in Serbian ESP learners' production of the face-threatening speech act of refusal, with what frequency and in what order and how this compares to the production of refusals by native speakers of English. The research was also expected to establish how the speech act used for elicitation and the social status of the interlocutors influence the refusal strategy employed.
The participants in this experiment were twenty (20) undergraduate students from the Department of Mathematics and Informatics (Faculty of Sciences, University of NoviSad) whose L1 is Serbian and were between twenty and twenty-two years of age. None of them had spent extended spans of time (over three months) in an English-speaking country. They were all of an intermediate level of proficiency in English (B1-B2 according to the Common European Framework of Reference), based on the Quick Placement Test (OUP, 2001) which was administered prior to the experiment.
Given that no native speakers of English participated in this experiment, the research instrument was fully replicated from Kwon (2004) , who used an open-ended modified version of the 12-item discourse completion test developed by Beebe, Takahashi and UlissWeltz (1990) to test the realization of refusals in twelve male and twenty-five female university students aged between eighteen and twenty-two. The test consisted of situations in which the respondents were required to refuse three requests, three invitations, three offers, and three suggestions (of which we only analyze refusals to invitations and requests in this paper). To test the effects of the variable of social power, each situation type included one refusal to a person of higher status, one to a person of equal status, and one to a person of lower status. Thus, in the experiment, the following six situations were used: (2) = Refuse worker's request for increase in pay (1) +
The respondents were allowed up to thirty (30) minutes to complete the questionnaire. The test is provided for reference in the Appendix of this paper.
The data analysis proceeded in the following way: the semantic formulas were counted and then classified according to the taxonomy in proposed by Beebe, Takahashi and UlissWeltz (1990) and presented above in Table 1 . Next, the frequency of each semantic formula was calculated in each situation (by dividing the number of occurrences of the formula by the number of respondents) and finally, the results of the ESP learners were compared to the results of native speakers of American English. A total of 115 responses were obtained in this experiment, with a total of 241 semantic formulas (2.09 per response, which is considerably lower than the average number of formulas used by American respondents, which is 4.00).
Regarding the typical order of semantic formulas in refusals, the ESP respondents typically started their refusal with an expression of regret, followed by a direct refusal and an excuse or reason for rejecting the interlocutor. Takahashi and Beebe (1987) point out that starting off with regret sounds a little abrupt to the American ear. Felix-Brasdefer (2008:170) also found that among Americans (mostly participants from Minneapolis, Minnesota) a reason or explanation (often prefaced by partial agreements/positive opinion) is the preferred means of refusing in formal and informal situations. However, Kitao (1986) stresses that in British English, a refusal to a request is more likely to be expressed through an apology or an expression of regret followed by a reason or excuse. Thus, it might be the case that the ESP respondents who used an expression of regret before actually refusing the request or invitation were following the British pattern.
2 Also, note that direct refusals are used quite often by Serbian ESP learners, which might be a consequence of transfer from their L1, given that this type of semantic formula is not featured in the production ofnative speakers of (American) English. The overall findings of the experiment are presented in the following table: 3 1 The number in parentheses indicates the number of the DCT in the test (see Appendix). 2 This assumption issupported by the fact that the leading publishing companies providing ESP/EFL teaching material in Serbia are mostly British, e.g.Oxford University Press, Pearson Education, Cambridge University Press, etc. 3 Elaboration of reason, address forms and statements of solidarity are also featured as semantic formulas in Kwon (2004) but we disregard them here since they were not originally introduced in Beebe, Takahashi and Uliss-Weltz (1990) . 47% 58% 40% 6% 47% 55% 24% 27% 32% 43% 30% 49% Statement of regret 53% 74% 30% 56% 58% 65% 43% 35% 27% 54% 54% 46% Excuse, reason, explanation 95% 100% 85% 100% 89% 55% 97% 97% 81% -
The data in the above table only partly confirm the results of previous research, which has shown that the excuse/reason semantic formula was the most frequent formula in a refusal speech act (e.g. Chang 2008 ). Namely, that in refusing an invitation, native speakers and the ESP learners who participated in this study provided excuses, reasons and explanations with approximately equal frequency regardless of the social power of the interlocutor (somewhat less frequently with people who are socially inferior, however, for reference, see the I+ columns). However, in refusing a request, not one of the native speakers used this semantic formula, while ESP learners systematically did so with almost equal frequency as in the invitation scenarios. What is also clear from the data in Table 3is that there are significant differences between the production of refusals by native speakers of English and those of the ESP learners who participated in this study. The most obvious difference concerns the significantly higher number of direct refusals produced by ESP learners in the invitation scenario (approximately twice as many with socially inferior or equal interlocutors). However, in the request scenarios the situation is significantly different: it seems that the ESP respondents were reluctant to directly refuse the request of a person who is socially superior (see the R-columns) and often only used an explanation of reason (e. On the other hand, native speakers are least likely to utter a direct refusal when the interlocutor is equal in social power. Statements of regret (typically (I'm) sorry) occur in the ESP learners' responses somewhat more frequently than in native speakers' responses, but occur significantly more often in the invitation scenario with a socially equal interlocutor. Of the remaining semantic formulas in the ESP learners' responses, statements of alternative appear to occur almost regularly (though with rather low frequency), e.g. We can meet another time; Ask someone else; It's better to leave it for tomorrow, etc. There are also a few examples of expressions of wish (particularly in the R-scenario), e.g. I wish I could but...; I would like to but..., while other formulas are few and far between. This sharply contrasts with the native speakers' production of refusals, which is characterized by a systematic use of expressions of gratitude and statements of positive opinion in the invitation scenarios. Pause fillers are another semantic formula found in the invitation scenarios (especially the I= situation), but not in refusing a request, where a rather insignificant number of respondents from the native speakers' group used statements of empathy instead. These, however, are hardly ever used by any of the ESP learners who participated in the experiment.
Comparing the production of the ESP respondents and that of the native speakers of English, we see that there are many similarities but also some striking differences, not only in refusing a request, but also with respect to the production of refusals to invitations. Generally speaking, the ESP learners who participated in the experiment do not seem to have attained a level of pragmatic competence that would equal their level of linguistic competence. Their production of refusals is characterized by excessive usage of direct refusal strategies and expressions of regret (especially when refusing an invitation) and also by providing an excuse, reason or explanation systematically, regardless of the speech act used to elicit a refusal or the social relations between the interlocutors. For native speakers of English, these two variables (the speech act used to elicit a refusal and the social relations between the interlocutors) influence to a large extent the way a refusal will be worded, as illustrated by the fact that e.g. in refusing a request, excuses, reasons and explanations are never provided. On the other hand, in refusing an invitation, native speakers of English occasionally express their gratitude, add a statement of positive opinion or use pause fillers or postponement to soften the refusal. These semantic formulas are not used by Serbian ESP learners. One final comment concerns statements of alternative. In the experiments, ESP learners used this formula in both types of scenarios. This might be the result of L1 transfer, given that native speakers of English only employed it in the I= situation. In any case, further research is required to characterize precisely the linguistic behaviour of native speakers of Serbian in the speech act of refusing before any sound conclusions can be drawn with respect to what may or may not count as transfer from L1.
CONCLUDING REMARKS
In this paper, we explored the speech act of refusals in the production of ESP learners whose native tongue is Serbian. Speech acts exist crosslinguistically and crossculturally, but the way a particular speech act is executed can vary to a large extent across languages and culture; therefore, the aim of this research was to establish the degree of pragmatic competence of the respondents by analysing the extent to which their refusals resemble the refusals produced by native speakers of English.
An experiment was conducted using a questionnaire with DCTs in which we manipulated the types of speech acts used for elicitation (requests and invitations) and the relation of social power between the interlocutors. The general conclusion that can be drawn from the research is that Serbian ESP learners use considerably more direct refusal strategies than native speakers of English and do not employ expressions of gratitude/ appreciation or statements of positive opinion. This is an important finding, given that due to this, native speakers of English may find Serbian ESP learners rude or impolite. On the other hand, the respondents' production is also characterized by a consistent use of excuses, reasons and explanations -while such behaviour is also typical of native speakers of English, this only extends to refusing an invitation but by no means to refusing a request. Furthermore, while the ESP learners' production is probably the result of analogy in the latter respect, their systematic providing an alternative in refusals is more likely to be the effect of L1 transfer.
The limitations of the present study are numerous. Firstly, the respondents in the study were of the same age and major; therefore, the findings may not be broadly applicable to other age groups or students of other majors (e.g. History, Arts or Agriculture). A larger number of respondents may also have given different results, which could be important for those semantic formulas that did not occur frequently in the existing data. The research instrument (DCT) also has its drawbacks, since some situations may put the informants into roles with which they are unfamiliar and thus create unnatural utterances, and additionally since the space provided on the sheets may constrain the length of the informant"s response. However, it is also true that DCTs are an effective means of gathering large amounts of data quickly and are fairly easy to administer. Lastly, there is no existing study of refusals in Serbian which could be used to determine the extent to which the respondents in this study transferred their L1 pragmatic knowledge to English.
In spite of all the limitations pointed out, we feel that the present study contributes to the existing literature of interlanguage pragmatics by discovering some of the shortcomings of Serbian ESP (and EFL) learners' production of refusals in English. The pedagogical implications of the study are thus clear: pragmatic competence has to be developedinterlanguage pragmatics can and has to be taught if FL learners are to attain a level of pragmatic competence closely corresponding to their level of linguistic competence. This is equally important both for EFL learners and ESP learners, therefore the syllabus for a modern, use-centred ESP course should be enriched with more authentic materials, which would aid the development of the learners' communicative competence.
